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Lee Clow
Currently worldwide creative 
director and chairman for 
TBWA\Chiat\Day, Lee 
Clow’s dynamism and 
staying power has never been 
in doubt. Teaming up with 
Jay Chiat back in the 70s, he 
went on to create some of 
advertising’s most innovative 
and memorable campaigns – 
such as 1984 for Macintosh. 
His work has changed the 
very nature of the industry 
and pushed creativity into  
the limelight where it had 
always belonged. He talks  
to Simon Wakelin 

retro aCtive:

It was a few years after Chiat\Day opened for business that 
Lee Clow came knocking at its door. An art director at NW 
Ayers at the time, Clow was tired of the creative restraint and 
narrow thinking that surrounded him. As a result, Clow was 
drawn to Chiat\Day’s unique and riveting forms of advertising. 
It was also one of the first agencies to open and have its 
headquarters based in Los Angeles. It was 1968 and Jay Chiat 
had recently formed the agency with Guy Day. They were an 
unconventional pair who snubbed traditional advertising with  
a certain amount of glee. Clow recalls:

“Agencies were very much in the New York Mad 
Men mould back then. The account guys were in 
charge and the creative teams were second class 
citizens. When Chiat\Day opened it was like no 
other agency out there. It was the only place that 
seemed receptive to creative thinking.”

Chiat\Day prided itself on its non-conformist attitude, 
constantly tinkering with advertising’s expectations. Jay Chiat 
even pulled a masterful stunt landing Western Harness Racing 
as a client when he first opened the agency. He bet its president 
that he would raise attendance by 15 per cent if they gave him 
their business. Needless to say, Chiat kept the client.

Clow himself related to the agency’s attitude.  
A sunburned and stoked surfer at the time, he admits that, 

“Surfers were more like pirates compared to the 
jocks on the football team. It was the exact same 
non-conformist attitude with Chiat\Day. Surfing 
is an individual sport where you have to develop 
your own creative skills and work with this 
beautiful, natural force. Surfing shaped my 
creativity, my individuality.” PH
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THe CHIAT\DAy  
experIenCe
Clow became part of the Chiat\Day force in 1971. 

“The first day I walked in it was the 
highest of highs. I’d reached the 
Promised Land. They offered me 
something I had never experienced 
before: the opportunity to be as good 
as I could be. Then I wondered if I was 
even good enough to do the job.”

Throughout the 70s Clow soaked in the  
Chiat\Day vibe, one that eschewed standard 
practices and allowed him to create his own 
unique brand of advertising. The agency nailed 
clients including Viviane Woodard Cosmetics, 
made quirky ads for KNBC and shaped a series  
of breakthrough ads for Honda. By the mid-70s 
Clow was promoted to associate creative director 
of Chiat\Day’s LA office.

Then, quite inexplicably, Honda suddenly left 
for a bigger agency. Responsible for three-quarters 
of Chiat\Day’s income, it was a huge loss. With  
it came rumours insinuating that the company’s 
success had bred arrogance. Clow admits to the 
arrogance, but also states that after you turn out 
superlative work clients can often go elsewhere  
to find an agency to supply in-depth service. 

“It’s a very tough business because you always 
end up being a vendor,” he explains on losing 
clients in general. 

“You are easily dismissed and 
replaced, especially when a new 
marketing jerk signs on and decides to 
shake things up. Even if you’ve built 
equities for the brand and told stories 
that have made it famous, you can still 
be out on the street the very next day.”

Clow responded to the debacle by making  
a name for the agency with Yamaha motorcycles. 
That account led to others, including Suntory 
Royal Whiskey's Midori Melon Liqueur, Alaska 
Airlines and the Olympia Brewing Company.  

By 1980 Chiat\Day was established enough  
to open an office in New York and purchase an 
agency in San Francisco, one that delivered a 
client that would revolutionise technology and 
usher in a new era of advertising.

AppLe CoMpuTers  
AnD 1984
It was when Jay Chiat acquired Regis McKenna 
Advertising that a new account was nabbed, a 
little-known technology company called Apple 
Computer Inc.

Clow did not immediately take on the account. 
He was brought in later to help handle its 
difficult-to-please owner, Steve Jobs. “There he 
was, just a kid, maybe 25 years old, but he was an 
incredibly stimulating and exciting guy,” recalls 
Clow on his first meeting with Jobs. He continues:

“I was totally motivated by [Jobs'] 
energy and passion, and he came to 
trust in me. We both cared about the 
same things. That relationship ended 
up being one of the most memorable 
events of my whole career. He 
changed my life dramatically.”

Clow also changed the face of advertising  
with 1984, a dark Orwellian tale that unveiled 
the mighty Macintosh computer to the world.  
The idea, taken from an abandoned print ad, had 
much potential. Ridley Scott was set to direct –  
but still Clow had his doubts over the product:

“I didn’t think I was working on the 
coolest brand in the world. I didn’t 
even know if we could make sense of 
what a personal computer was, but 
Steve kept saying how it would 
change the world, how everybody 
was going to use one.”

When finally released, 1984 made advertising  
a truly cultural phenomenon. It swept up a bounty 
of awards that year, winning the Grand Effie, a 
Cannes gold, a Belding Sweepstakes and a Clio.  
In the wake of its success Chiat\Day secured a 
fresh bunch of tasty accounts including Nike, 
Porsche, and Pizza Hut.

AWArD  
sHoWs
Awards have figured deeply in the Clow 
experience over the years, and have also helped 
him formulate his creative likes and dislikes. 

“I taught myself the business from award 
annuals,” he admits. “I studied them like text 
books. There weren’t a bunch of ad schools when  
I started out, and I couldn’t afford to go to Art 
Center [College of Design, Pasadena] where most 
talented ad people went. Those annuals became 
bibles to me. I still have them all over my house.”

As for the variety of award shows attended  
over the years he recalls Cannes back in the 80s. 

“Cannes, for me, was probably the 
most glamorous – but the least 
articulate – show because decisions 
seemed to be made on a very 
geopolitical basis rather than a 
creative one.”

Clow feels the best award shows are those 
dedicated to the work and less to the glamour, 
“but even the Clios tried to become the Oscars  
of advertising. Plus, sometimes, award shows end 
up being judged by CDs or ACDs who are 
completely full of themselves. But, at the end of 
the day, we have to try and recognise what’s good 
in our industry, even if it’s jaundiced. The only 
thing I can say is that if you do something truly 
amazing it will become highly recognised.”

Ego is also a big part of the award show 
dynamic, and as much as one may bemoan the 
politics and the lack of talent judging the work, 
Clow admits that, hey, you still want to win:

“You always want to win, but if you 
don’t it ends up being a motivator – 
even if you rationalise why you didn’t 
get an award. Ultimately award 
shows do matter because creative 
people need recognition. They desire 
to be acknowledged for how talented 
they are.”
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AgeLess  
sLogAns
With so many slogans that have been shaped  
over the years, iconic words that have paved the 
way for many a brand to become renowned and 
famous, are slogans still important in the modern 
era of the sell?

“Every couple of years there’s a backlash 
against slogans, but that’s because most of them 
suck,” answers Clow. 

“A great slogan is still a very 
powerful tool in our business. It’s an 
organising principle. It speaks to the 
higher passion of a brand, and helps 
remind the brand what they care 
about, what they stand for.”

“The biggest compliment I ever got was for 
‘Think Different’. Steve Jobs admitted that it 
helped him tell his company what it wanted to be 
again. This was at a time when they were totally 
lost – and almost out of business. It helped inform 
the designers, the people who came to work every 
day, and also informed the spirit of the 
storytelling, the advertising and the marketing  
of the company.

“I think a great slogan is a very powerful and 
valuable asset to a brand. I love a great slogan. 
They always help new people who come to a brand 
to understand it very quickly. It’s their North Star.”

As for Clow’s North Star? Well, today his brief 
is fixing his erratic tennis serve, hanging out with 
his dogs and focusing on some pro-bono work for 
some local charities, including Save-A-Life, a 
no-kill animal rescue shelter.

“Clients have to appreciate the work because 
you’re doing it for free,” jokes Clow. “It’s rewarding 
work, as is working with young creative people.”

“The reason I don’t retire is because  
I have two choices: go to the office 
and hang out with really smart 
young people, feed off their energy 
and continually encourage them, or 
quit it all and go hang out with 
people my own age. I mean, c’mon, 
that just sounds way too depressing!”

neW  
MeDIA
New media is one area that has spread 
exponentially as a platform for advertisers in 
recent years, and its potential is something that 
intrigues Clow. He does, however, feel that it 
needs to be better understood:

“New media is an exciting, interesting 
addition to the media canvas. 
Problem is, clients have it all wrong. 
Many are trying to understand where 
new media fits in rather than focusing 
on the brand itself. Clients think they 
need to somehow force and create 
their social media conversations.”

“Clients often believe that social media 
dynamics are more important than the 
storytelling, which is frustrating because, 
ultimately, for any brand with a big idea, telling  
an interesting and compelling story will cause the 
social, audience-sharing-dynamic to happen.”

Clow cites Apple as an example of how a brand 
can be built on a powerful central idea that drives 
everything that the brand does: 

“Apple is the most admired brand in the world, 
and it has never spent one minute trying to 
cultivate, create or force social media,” he posits. 

“Steve Jobs, to the day he died,  
loved TV, billboards, and magazine 
ads. He even built a store that was  
an interactive ad for Apple and so 
created a community that loved his 
brand. How? Not by using social 
media, not by thinking he had to 
spend one single minute trying to 
manipulate new media. All the 
conversations, the entire internet  
buzz took care of itself. None of it  
was created by any marketing 
strategy. It was created purely by 
brand strategy.” 

Clow underlines how brands today need to 
understand that everything their brand does is an 
ad. “Every action they take, every product they put 
to market, anything and everything they do has to 
tell their story,” he says.

CreATIvITy, CLIenTs  
AnD FAILure
While the goal for any creative figure in the ad 
industry is to create perfection, to make a brand 
famous, there is by extension a high percentage  
of failure involved. But, as Clow says, failure is  
not really failure if you think about it:

“You have to believe that you are 
trying to do something perfect every 
time. It needs to be brave and daring 
and, sure, sometimes you fail – but if 
you fail trying to do something great, 
or pushing as hard as you can then 
that’s not really failure at all.”

“You’re never happy with what you’ve done, 
and creativity is about setting new goals,” he adds. 
“I’ve always believed that when you finally think 
you’ve done the best work you can possibly do, 
you’re probably done.”

Working with clients can also be challenging. 
Again, Clow states, it’s the nature of being a 
vendor, the nature of being paid as if you’re a 
commodity. 

“The fact that ‘creative’ is used as a noun  
by clients annoys the hell out of me,” he quips. 

“There’s more and more disrespect  
in our industry and it’s eating away 
at my passion to get up every 
morning and go make ads. When  
I got into this business I felt that 
everything a brand uses to speak to 
their audience is something I should 
personally care about. I still think 
that, and I also think it’s as simple  
as words and pictures.”

SH136_p48-51_LeeClow.indd   51 5/11/12   3:53 PM


